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OPERA  
SEEKING TRUE SOUTH, Director: Sue Rider.  
Libretto: Phillip Dean, Composer: Stephen Leek.  
Opera Queensland, Conservatorium Theatre, South Bank, until August 18.  
Reviewer: Robert Davidson  
IT IS rare for Australians to hear their own stories in opera, and almost unknown for Queenslanders. 
In these parts, we tend to find our lyric imagination imported for us. But Opera Queensland has 
broken tradition and commissioned a new work from two leading local artists librettist Philip Dean 
and composer Stephen Leek. The two are working with director Sue Rider, conductor Narelle 
French, designer Christopher Smith, lighting designer David Walters and an energetic young cast of 
singers.  
To mark the Centenary of Federation, this powerful creative team tackles one of the most pervasive 
themes of the Australian century: the complex story of immigration. They bypass references to 
Arthur Calwell, the White Australia Policy or Pauline Hanson, and focus instead on the personal 
journeys of a diverse group of New Australians, arriving from different places ( Cambodia , China , 
Italy , Britain , Bosnia ) at different periods in the century. Historical time is suspended, and 
traversed by an indigenous character, the non-singing Guginy (Wayne Blair).  
I have to admit that it's long been my conviction that opera sits rather uneasily in the modern world, 
but Seeking True South's gorgeous lyricism and sheer beauty of vocal sound is almost enough to 
convert me.  
There's a good reason that Leek's music is so widely demanded by choirs: he simply knows how to 
write for the voice, showing singers at their best, and never fighting them with the accompaniment. 
The singers, a number of them making their operatic debut, rise to such writing, giving energetic and 
soaringly melodic performances. Especially vivacious are Susan Dunn, giving us a sensual 
Catherine, Amy Cutler's Sophoan, EmilyWhelan's cheeky Lucia and the high drama of Kun Xie's 
two characters.  
They are accompanied by a septet of strings, winds, percussion and accordion, always in an 
inventive, brightly coloured and attractive way. The various instruments are used to denote each 
character, to the point of overstatement. The accordion is heard, and we know that the Italians have 
entered. Whenever the Chinese character William is on stage, the violinist constantly imitates a 
Chinese erhu fiddle. Such chinoiserie seems quite unnecessary in 21st-century Australia , with real 
Chinese music so easily available.  
For me, the best moments happen in the second act, when the common humanity of the varied 
characters is laid bare. Leek takes us into intense emotional territory when Melita, the Bosnian 
character, learns of her brother's violent death in her homeland, only to be thrown out of her home as 
a non-relative. Similar themes of isolation and despair link the characters, who are also united in 
their sense of hope in starting a new life.  
Such well-trodden dramatic paths could easily have produced pedestrian work but, in the hands of 
Dean and Leek, they take us into ourselves, exploring the fundamentals of what it means to be 
human.  
There is also the simple pleasure of seeing your own back yard on the operatic stage. I remember the 
euphoria I felt during The Sunshine Club (a recent musical by Wesley Enoch and John Rodgers) 
Page 1 of 2Now hear this
27/04/2007https://eprints.qut.edu.au/secure/00007166/01/seeking_true_south.htm
when the singers sang rhymes like ``thunder'' and ``Nundah''. We need to see our own stories in the 
theatre. Here's your chance.  
Page 2 of 2Now hear this
27/04/2007https://eprints.qut.edu.au/secure/00007166/01/seeking_true_south.htm
